Religious versus Secular Politics:
Competing ldeologies in a
Changing System

Abstract

The increasing number of religious conflicts and the new focus that
accompanied it mostly failed to establish a connection between their
arguments and what we observe in the real world. In many of these
studies the discrepancy was caused by the conceptualization of the
term “religious conflict.” While many chose to focus solely on con-
flicts between groups from different religions or sects, we argue that
a wider approach is needed. Instead of basing our case selection on
religious or sectarian differences, one needs to look at conflicts that
center around the issue of religion in general. The resurgence of re-
ligion movements following the recent regime changes in the Middle
East requires societies to re-define the role of religion in politics. Since
a large number of religious tensions present around the world does not
turn violent, we believe one first needs to determine the factors influ-
encing the likelihood and the level of violence in conflicts over the role
of religion. Two factors appear to be important: institutional strength
and belief system. In order to test this argument we turn our attention
to Egypt where following the fall of Mubarak the main axis of conflict is
over the role religion will play in the new political system.

Keywords: Egypt; Middle East, Regime change; Religion; Political in-
stitutions

Dini Siyasete Karsi Laik Siyaset: Degisen Sistemde Rekabet Eden
ideolojiler

Ozet

Sayilari artan dini catismalar ve bunlarin dogurdugu ilgi 6ne sirllen gé-
rlslerle gercek diinyada gézlemlediklerimiz arasinda bir baglanti kurma
konusunda basarisiz oldu. Bu calismalarin blyik bélimindeki uyus-
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mazlik “dini catisma”nin kavramsallastirimasindan kaynaklanmaktadir.
Bu calismalarin blyik ¢cogunlugu farkl din veya mezheplerden grup-
lar arasindaki catismalara odaklanirken biz daha genis bir yaklasimin
benimsenmesi gerektigini disiiniyoruz. Ornek segimimizi dini veya
mezhepsel farkliliklar Gzerinden yapmak yerine din konusu Uzerinden
ortaya cikan catismalarin ele alinmasi daha yerinde olur. Ortadogu’da
go6zlemledigimiz rejim degisikliklerinin ardindan dini hareketlerin ylkse-
lise gegmesi toplumlarin dinin siyasetteki rolinld yeniden tanimlamasi
ihtiyacini dogurmaktadir. Dlinya tzerindeki dini catismalarin biyik bo-
[imdnun siddet icermemesi dikkate alindiginda yapiimasi gereken ilk
sey siddet olasiligl ve diizeyini etkileyen faktoérlerin belirlenmesi olma-
Iidir. iki faktér dnemli gériniyor: kurumlarin giicii ve din. Bu teorimizi
test edebilmek icin Mulbarek’in devrilmesi sonrasinda temel catisma
ekseni din olan Misir’i ele alacagiz.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Misir; Ortadogu; Rejim degisimi; Din; Siyasi ku-
rumlar
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Introduction

In the post-Cold War world where ideological differences became sec-
ondary to identity, inter-state conflicts were increasingly replaced by
intra-state conflicts, leading to an expansion of the literature on ethnic
conflicts. While most of these studies initially focused on ethnic iden-
tity as a whole, as time went by their focus narrowed to various as-
pects of one’s identity as the more salient cause of these conflict. Out
of this literature two main characteristics of identity came to forefront:
language and religion.

Especially religion quickly became one of the most studied sources of
conflict in our time. The choice was based on two reasons. First, reli-
gion was seen, by some, as a more important identity marker than oth-
er alternatives because of the importance of its four social functions:’
a conceptual framework that helps us understand reality; a set of rules
and standards that connects the individual’s behavior with the frame-
work; a source of organization in the society; and finally a legitimizer of
actions and institutions. An aspect of the individual’s identity capable
of fulfilling these various societal functions was also argued to be the
main source of that society’s conflicts with others who do not share
the same set of beliefs. The second reason was a more practical one.
Based on the general perception that during the past couple of de-
cades we experienced more and more religious conflicts, some made
a connection between these and ethnic conflicts, emphasizing religion
as a more salient characteristic of ethnic identity. Evidence support-
ing these arguments was far from being conclusive. Other candidates
for the most salient aspect of one’s identity were race and language.
Some like Corm? argued that religion has never been the most salient
aspect of identity. He went further and claimed that even in the most
religious societies religion came fourth as an identity marker, after race,
language, and geography.® It is of course natural to have a disagree-
ment on the causes of identity conflicts because identity is an extreme-
ly complex concept and no conflict develops for one reason alone.

1 Jonathan Fox, “The Effects of Religion on Domestic Conflicts”, Zerrorism and Political Violence,
Vol. 10, No. 4, 1998, pp. 44-8

2 Georges Corm, 21. Yiizyilda Din Sorunu: Jeopolitik ve Postmodernitenin Krizi, (Istanbul: Iletisim
Yayinlari, 2006).

3 ibid, p. 45.
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The emphasis on the increase of religious conflicts was not misplaced.
A brief look at the past decades support the argument that religion
is playing an increasing role in politics and as a result is at the root
of many political conflicts. Then, how can we account for the lack of
evidence in the literature?* We argue that the problem was not focus-
ing on the wrong concept but misevaluating it, more specifically the
problem was not the concept of religious conflict, but the way it was
conceptualized. The definitional problem we are dealing with is two-
fold. The first is related to the conflicts we focus on. Instead of defining
“religious conflict” as conflicts where religion is the central issue, most
of these studies only looked at conflicts between groups from different
religions or sects. This narrowed down their area of study and showed
that the increasing level of religious conflicts was not primarily due to
conflicts between different religious traditions. We argue that there are
two distinct categories of religious conflicts that need to be evaluated
separately. This distinction was recently made by Fox® who adopted
two categories: religious identity conflicts, where the two groups be-
long to different religions or denominations; religious wars, where the
groups belong to the same religion and the conflict consists of reli-
gious fundamentalist challenges to more secular systems. We believe
that the increasing number of conflicts predominantly belong to the
latter category and that is the main reason why many studies fail to find
support for their argument.

The second problem comes from the level of analysis these studies
adopted. Because, following Huntington’s cue, they focused on civi-
lizational lines, trying to discover major conflict trends, they ignored
differences between groups that formed these civilizations, assuming
these civilizations were homogenous. As Norris and Inglehart® explain,
there are “substantial contrasts found among one billion people living
in diverse Islamic nations, such as Pakistan, Jordan, Azerbaijan, Indo-
nesia, Bangladesh, and Turkey, and the differences between Muslims
who are radical or moderate, traditional or modern, conservative or lib-
eral, hard-line or revisionist.” They also point out that oversimplification

4 'This lack of support was best shown at the Minorities at Risk (MAR) dataset where out of the
268 politically active minorities, only 105 were religiously distinct and that in only 12 cases
religion was an issue at least as important as the others in that conflict (Fox 1998, p. 56).

5  Jonathan Fox, “The Increasing Role of Religion in State Failure: 1960 to 2004”, Terrorism and
Political Violence, Vol. 19, No. 3, 2007, p. 402.

6 Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, Sacred and Secular: Religion and Politics Worldwide, (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 136.
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is equally inaccurate for “Western Christianity” where the similarities
are superficial between “Catholic Mediterranean Europe and Protes-
tant Scandinavia, as well as among social sectors and religious de-
nominations within each country.”” As a result, an approach that looks
at religious or even sectarian differences often fails to account for the
majority of religious conflicts present around the world.

Because we do not limit our scope to violent conflicts, for the purposes
of this paper we thought it would be more appropriate to change the
names of the categories presented by Fox’.2 We will call Fox’s first cat-
egory, religious identity conflicts, as “religious-ethnic conflicts,” where
the primary issue is the power struggle between two or more ethnic
groups for relative social position and power distribution that choose
to mobilize their support along religious lines. In these conflicts religion
is secondary to the main issue, nationalism. It is also often the case
that “religion rarely initiates conflict, hostility and instability, but is ex-
ploited for political and particularly nationalist ends.”® Fox’s “religious
wars,”'® where two groups sharing the same belief system enter a con-
flict over the role of religion in society represent the main category we
are interested in because they are the conflicts where religion is the
main issue. We call these “religious conflicts.”

These conflicts, we argue, form the category in which we have ob-
served the most significant increase since the late 1980s. We also
contend that religious conflicts are more prone to turning violent in
most countries. Because these conflicts are directly over the role re-
ligion will play in that society, they influence the societal order and,
as a result, they threaten to upset the existing balance of power in
that society, making them more salient for all segments of that society.
The trend we experienced in the past two decades, although paral-
lel, must also be distinguished from the intra-state conflicts replacing
inter-state conflicts because we argue that this is a part of a larger
scale struggle between religious and secular sources of authority to
gain dominance over the society. In order to control a given society

ibid., p. 136.
8  Jonathan Fox, 2007.

9 Martin Fuller, Political Stability and Religion: Fundamentalism in Perspective, (Wilton Park Paper
119, 1996), p. 39.

10 Jonathan Fox, 2007.
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the political structure is the most important tool." Assuming that this
is the case, the most important question one needs to answer is if the
increase in religious conflicts is global, why do we observe violence
in some countries, but not others? The answer lies in the institutional
structure and the type of religion. In consolidated democratic regimes
these conflicts almost always take place within the lines of the exist-
ing political system where actors accept the legitimacy of the politi-
cal structures. In more autocratic countries such conflicts tend to take
more violent forms partly because opposition movements do not have
other means to oppose the regime and partly because the institutions
are not strong or trusted enough to fulfill the role of the referee needed
when such issues rise in a society.

Over the past couple of years we experienced a number of changes
in the Middle East, where authoritarian regimes were overthrown to be
replaced by new political systems many of which remains to be seen.
One development we have seen in all these countries was the rise of
religiously based movements as contenders. Even though the issue
is far from being settled, almost all of the post-revolutionary conflicts
appear to be over the establishment of the new political system and
the role Islam will play in it. Egypt is a good example for these conflicts
because it is a country with a long history of competition between re-
ligious and secular politics. It also has one of the better organized lIs-
lamist movements that poses a serious challenge to the state structure
that remains after Mubarak’s departure.

The Rise of Religious Politics

Even though we can argue that the importance of religion remained
constant for the individual in the long run,™ religion’s influence on
group identity and politics greatly fluctuated in history. Until few cen-
turies ago humans used to organize their social structures around their
religious identities. This was recently replaced by other, more secular,
identities. The shift created a tension between religious sources of au-
thority and their secular counterparts, leading to a number of conflicts
over time.

11 The cyclical trend we are focusing on is not the same with the cycles Haynes (1994, 147) observes
in the last hundred years. They are also different from Karen Armstrong’s who looks at it from the
point of view of changes in religion.

12 Jonathan Fox, 2007, p. 397.
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At the root of the conflict between religious and secular ideologies lies
an effort to shape the society according to a certain value system.
Since these value systems disagree on a significant point, the role re-
ligion will play in everyone’s life, the conflict is often inevitable and
extremely hard to solve. What differ secular ideologies from religious
ones is the fact that the secular ideologies “are based on the belief in a
set of principles that are mostly human in origin.”'® By definition these
are relatively more flexible and somewhat more open to compromise.
Religious beliefs, on the other hand, are strict with little or no room for
compromise. Although religions vary in their doctrines and beliefs they
share a common point when it comes to areas they claim to control,
they are unwilling to share control with other sources of authority es-
pecially of human origin. It follows that “whether a religion mandates in
detail a particular way of public life seems of much greater importance
than many specific doctrines.”*

As we stated earlier, the importance of religion in politics fluctuated
greatly over time. These ups and downs were the result of the competi-
tion between religious and secular ideologies for political and societal
dominance. The cyclical process goes as far back as the concepts of
religion and politics but it should suffice to look at the most recent shift
of power in that competition which coincided with the Middle Ages.
The last major shift that replaced religion as the major force in politics
occurred in the middle ages.

The Middle Ages were a time when the Church dominated the political
scene. The medieval church not only acted as a state, but also pro-
vided the legitimacy behind the monarchy and civil order.’® Religious
authority, during this period, covered the society more completely and
effectively than any existing secular authority. This power came from
the Church’s ability to lend legitimacy to secular authorities and these
circumstances were not unique to the West. Despite beginning in “al-
most diametrically opposite political circumstances”’® the conditions
in the Islamic World were not significantly different. Even though the
religious authority’s structure was not similar to the medieval church,

13 Jonathan Fox, 1998, p. 48.

14 Steve Bruce, “Did Protestanism Create Democracy?”, Democratization, Vol. 11, No. 4, 2004, p.
4.
15 Mark Juergensmeyer, “The New Religious State”, Comparative Politics, July, 1995, p. 382.

16 Carl L. Brown, Religion and State: The Muslim Approach to Politics, (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 2000), p. 44.
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the religious and political authorities were merged together from the
start. This difference in starting points and organization gives us some
clues on how secular ideologies eventually gained the upper hand in
Christianity, but struggled to do so in Islamic countries. The Reforma-
tion movement and the Enlightenment were open conflicts between re-
ligious and secular centers of authority, supported by societal changes
such as democracy and modernization, they brought, secular politics
and gradually pushed religion outside the realm of politics, limiting its
influence over the society. This process depended on replacing reli-
gion with secular ideology as a source of legitimacy and the creation
of nation state that represented the society as a whole. This change
was neither easy, nor fast. It also was not complete. Religion remained
an important part of the individual’s life. At a much slower pace and
somewhat differently, the shift also took place in the Third World. In
colonized parts of the world, despite the fact that colonization and
missionary activities often went hand in hand, it was clear that the two
had separate goals. This distinction survived even after independence
was achieved. In most independence movements we have seen secu-
lar ideologies leading the way.

We observed a different trend in the Islamic World. This can be attrib-
uted to three factors. First and foremost the presence of the Ottoman
Empire was a protective influence against European expansion and
because the Ottoman Empire represented a religious source of au-
thority the secularization process was delayed. The second factor is
Islam’s influence on politics. Even at places where Islam did not have
a direct impact on the political system, it managed to remain influen-
tial because since the beginning, religious and political authority went
hand in hand in Islam. The last factor was the general ineffectiveness
of the missionary activities in the region. As a result, the secularization
of politics only came to these countries during the last days of the Ot-
toman Empire and following the mandate period for many countries.

Once it was initiated, the process of secularization was believed to be
reinforced by modernization. According to the modernization theory of
the 1950s and 1960s, economic development, urbanization, improved
education, and advancements in science and technology “would inevi-
tably cause the demise of the role of ethnicity and religion in politics.”"”
It became especially clear following the end of the Cold War that this

17 Jonathan Fox, 1998, p. 51.
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did not take place. While modernization argument failed at multiple
fronts, two of them were critical to our argument. It failed to deliver on
its promise that by following a certain path third world countries would
achieve results comparable to their first world counterparts. Not only
did the majority less developed countries fail to develop and modern-
ize, many saw the gap between them and developed countries widen.
This had a two-fold impact on these societies: a resentment of the
West which was blamed, deservedly or not, for this failure; and a need
to formulate alternative strategies to reach their goals. More often than
not these alternative strategies were found in the past glory days of
that society. A second impact of the modernization approach was the
destruction of the existing social order. In order to create modern so-
cieties modeled after first world countries, modernizing regimes upset
the existing social balances in their country which, after the experiment
failed, left them with societies that were neither modern, nor traditional.

Starting with the 1970s, we began to observe a slow developing reli-
gious resurgence in many countries. More and more religious groups
became involved in politics and religious ideologies were incorporated
to existing secular ideology creating conflicts between the two in the
process. Regardless of the country these movements were initially
supported by marginal groups that were previously left outside poli-
tics and disappointed by the policies and strategies adopted. Haynes
argued that the reason why religion gained significance at the time
politically was partly because of the failure of “secular development
programs to lead to sustained improvements in most people’s well-
being and partly as a result of the lack of legitimacy and accountability
of secular rulers.”"® In countries where there was a democratic system
firmly in place, this resurgence did not pose a problem. Such groups
were incorporated to the existing system and competed in it accord-
ing to the existing rules. In other places where legitimacy of the rul-
ers was an issue, the rulers faced a choice between accommodating
demands or blocking these groups’ access to politics. When some of
the secular leaders in undemocratic countries attempted to accom-
modate pressure from religious groups, they managed to alienate both
sides and were considered traitors from both a religious and a secular
point of view which only escalated to the conflict in the long run.'® In
cases where groups with a religious ideology were not given access to

18  Jeff Haynes, Religion in Third World Politics, (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1994), p. 28.
19 Mark Juergensmeyer, 1995, p. 386.
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politics and were repressed, things appeared to be calm as long as the
regime preserved its strength, meaning that the inevitable conflict was
only delayed rather than solved.

Many of the religious movements that surfaced during this period and
sought to increase religion’s influence over politics and society were
categorized as “fundamentalists.” As Haynes points out, fundamen-
talism can be defined as a “return to the basic principles and moral
precepts of one’s belief.”?® However, this is rarely the case with con-
temporary fundamentalist movements. What Haynes writes about fun-
damentalist Protestants is accurate for the majority of fundamentalists
regardless of religion. These groups tend to have an “intolerant, intran-
sigent set of beliefs” that denies not only members of other religions,
but even the non-fundamentalist members of their own religion.?!

While the behavior and thought process are common points for all
fundamentalist movements there are certain areas they differ from
each other. All fundamentalist movements aim to reshape the soci-
ety according to their belief system, but not all try to create a theo-
cratic state. One thing that distinguishes Islamic fundamentalists from
others is their aim of a theocratic state. This should not be surprising
considering that since the beginning “the New Muslim community —
the umma - developed from a worldview that perceived religion and
politics as a seamless web that thought of this world and the world to
come as a continuum.”?? For Christian fundamentalists, for example,
while the control of the state apparatus may be helpful to their goal of
reshaping the society, changing the institutional structure of the state
does not appear to be necessary. This is because the existing political
structure is a product of the same historical tradition. That is not the
case for Islamic fundamentalist movements. The political system in
place is often seen as a Western invention and compared with all its
faults to the former glory of their past political tradition. It follows that
the existing system needs to be changed to one that is more in line
with their religion and tradition.

As we have argued earlier, the paper posits that the increasing level of
religious conflict cannot solely be contributed to the resurgent Islam

20  Jeff Haynes, 1994, p. 96.
21  ibid.
22 Carl L. Brown, 2000, p. 46.
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and that it was a part of a general trend of rising religious political ac-
tivity we witness around the world. Over the course of the last three or
four decades we have seen governments, worried about religion’s in-
creasing influence and the support it receives leading them to banning
various religious sects and political activity by religious organizations
in countries as diverse as the Philippines, Jamaica, Ghana, and Nige-
ria.2® In other countries, such as India, governments found it extremely
hard not to give in to persistent demands by religious groups and their
increasing number of representatives in the parliament.?* Still in other
countries, such as Sri Lanka, leaders used religious identity as a way
of increasing their acceptance by their people and directly contributed
to bringing religion in the political realm.?® Of course, these are not the
only examples of such movements, but a small sample that received
attention in the literature. A less conflictual example came from Latin
America, where we have seen the rise of the “liberation theology” that
got Catholic priests increasingly involved in politics from the 1960s
on.?® In other countries, like Poland, attempts of the Church to play a
major role in politics were only initially successful, but met strong resis-
tance from the society later on.?”

Egypt had to deal with demands from religious groups, mainly the
Muslim Brotherhood. The regime’s ability to deal with this challenge
varied strongly depending on the leader in charge, a sign of institu-
tional weakness. Such weakness does not pose a threat as long as
the leader and the regime s/he represents are perceived to be strong
enough to deal with challenges to their authority. When the regime is
weak and a change seems possible various actors attempt to shape
the new system based on their preferences. With only weak institutions
that cannot act as a referee in place the process often turns violent.

Determinants of the Violence Levels in Religious Conflicts
Last fifty years’ global trend towards more religion in society and poli-

tics did not reveal itself everywhere in the same manner. Especially,
the level of violence of these religious conflicts varied greatly. Some

23 Jeff Haynes, 1994.

24 Mark Juergensmeyer, 1995.
25 ibid.

26 Jeff Haynes, 1994, p. 98-103.
27 Martin Fuller, 1996.
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countries like the US managed to deal with such challenges within the
institutional framework and according to the rules of the existing politi-
cal system. In other places, such as Algeria, the political system disin-
tegrated leading to long periods of violent struggle. Still other countries
tried to deal with similar challenges without resorting to violence with
various results. We argue that the path the conflict will take is deter-
mined by a combination of two main factors: the institutional strength
and the type of religion of a given country.

The first dimension is institutional. When we look at the different expe-
riences of various countries it becomes clear that countries with strong
and established institutional structures and a democratic political sys-
tem like the ones we see in the First World often manage to solve
the conflict within that framework. There are, we argue, two reasons
for this. First, because these are democratic countries, even the most
extreme groups are allowed to participate in politics and openly try to
advance their agenda. This freedom takes away the main justification
for the use of violence: the inability to participate in peaceful politics.
In addition, because these are well established institutional structures,
the rules of political competition are set and known and accepted by
everyone, creating a pressure on groups to behave according to those
rules in order to maintain their legitimacy as the representatives of a
just cause because a group that adopts violence when it can compete
in a fair political system is not very likely to receive wide support.

The second, and more general, dimension is the type of religion. Es-
pecially during the last decade it is not uncommon to see somebody
argue that certain religions are more violence prone than others, based
on the perception that Islamic groups have been involved in an in-
creasing number of conflicts.?® This argument makes very little sense
because it ignores a much greater number of Muslim groups that did
not resort to violence. We contend that assuming there is such an in-
crease, it is not because Islam is a more violent religion than others,
but because most Islamic groups adopt a top-down approach of Is-
lamization that requires the control of the central government. Such
an approach raises the stakes of the conflict, increasing the likelihood
of resistance and the escalation to violence. In many Christian groups
we see a bottom-up approach where the state is an authority to be
influenced in order to reach one’s goals, but not an essential part of

28  Jonathan Fox, 2007.
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the process. In the following two sections, we will evaluate these two
dimensions in more detail, starting with the institutional strength, be-
cause we believe it is the more effective dimension in determining vio-
lence levels.

Institutional Strength

In any political system authority alone does not guarantee an insti-
tution’s effectiveness. Naturally a certain degree of power is neces-
sary for political institutions to enforce the rules of the political process
however, regardless of the wide and sometimes special powers vested
in them an institution cannot perform its functions unless it is perceived
to be legitimate and possesses a credibility. Without the legitimacy
and credibility not only the rulers, but the political system as a whole
becomes open for challenges. To gain credibility and legitimacy institu-
tions usually need two things: a good performance record that will help
them earn people’s trust and stability over time that makes their be-
havior predictable. When it comes to these factors we can categorize
countries. The distinction is between the First and Third Worlds. The
First World is predominantly democratic from a liberal tradition. These
regimes consolidated over a relatively long period of time. They also
have a secular tradition that goes back and separates religion and poli-
tics, effectively limiting religious ideologies’ influence over politics and
the society as a whole. The Third World countries, on the other hand,
are former colonies that only recently gained their independence and
adopted a variety of political systems. Their relatively short indepen-
dent history and unstable political systems are the reasons we rarely
see strong stable political institutions capable of earning the people’s
trust and fulfill the expectations.

In most of the First World, secularism is an essential character of the
liberal democracy, meaning even the more religious portion of the pop-
ulation accepts that “religious imperatives be confined to the home,
the family and the voluntary sector. Religion is confined to the realm
of personal preference.”?® This acceptance is not always voluntary, but
caused by the strength of the institutions the regime stands on. Al-
though individuals and groups that do not believe in this principle need
to challenge it through the rules and processes of the existing system,
the rules of the political game are determined a long time ago and

29  Steve Bruce, 2004, p. 18.
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performed relatively successfully ever since. This gives them the track
record and credibility they need to be respected by the overall popula-
tion. More often than not these groups end up failing in their challenge
because of the freedom of participation in democratic political sys-
tems. This allows these groups to express their opinion and openly try
to advance their cause, disarming them from their main justification to
use violence as a tool to challenge the existing regime. Once they enter
the stage of legitimate politics, religious groups face a choice, either
they have to continue with their strict views and remain marginal on the
political scene, or move closer to the mainstream to increase the sup-
port, but lose some of the more extreme parts of their ideology in the
process. Regardless of the path these groups choose, it is clear that
these polities are equipped with internal controls against challenges
from extremist groups.

In most Third World countries, on the other hand, the institutional tradi-
tion does not extend too far back. In many, changing political regimes
also mean changing political structures that cannot take firm roots. In
others, the institutional structure reflects their colonial past because
following their independence they usually kept the existing system
while at the same time changing their content. Taking into consider-
ation the mixed feelings their populations have about the colonial rule
and the elites that were educated by those colonizers, it is no wonder
these governments enjoyed little support from their people following
the initial excitement of independence. Most of these states anyway
witnessed coups, sometimes a series of them, that were against the
ancient regimes like in Egypt, Iraq, and Syria. Yet, despite getting rid
of the old elites, the new regimes also became authoritarian in time
and became concerned with regime survival issues. Another reason
for this lack of support is the perception that “ideologies like liberal-
ism, socialism and communism (particularly as advocated by various
purportedly ‘secular’ Arab governments) are perceived to have failed,
both as mobilizing political credos, and in terms of satisfying people’s
needs including even their most basic economic needs.”® With limited
support from the people and adverse conditions to deal with in order
to develop and improve the living conditions in their countries, these
elites also did not do much to improve their chances by their wrong
policies, and in many cases corruption. With weak and transplanted

30 Azza M. Karam, “Islamist Parties in the Arab World: Ambiguities, Contradictions, and Persever-
ance”, Democratization, Vol. 4, No. 4, 1997, p. 160.
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political structures in place and elites with limited support running the
political system, the strength of institutions is very low in these coun-
tries.

Dissatisfied with the results, starting with the 1970s, Third World oppo-
sition movements increasingly began to adopt religion as a mobiliza-
tion point. As many argued, the main reason for religion to become an
effective mobilization point was the failure of the transplanted secular
ideologies adopted following the independence®or yet again the in-
ability to bring development and prosperity as promised by the radical
republican regimes in the Middle Eastern context. When opposition
movements reacted to the existing regime they needed to present an
alternative that would at the very least promise social justice. To find
that alternative, in most cases, they had to turn to their pre-colonial
periods and rediscovered old institutions that they claimed were better
equipped for the country’s needs and that had successfully worked
in the past. Naturally, the emergence of religion as a source of mobi-
lization for opposition movements was not solely due to the failure of
secular ideologies. At this time religion enjoyed two important advan-
tages over its ideological counterparts.® First and foremost, it interact-
ed well with ethnicity and nationalism to create a “powerful ideological
hybrid.” Religious identity was already a part of ethnic identity and
with ethnic nationalism gradually becoming more salient than civic na-
tionalism these movements found support among ethnic nationalists
emphasizing the religious aspect of the ethnic identity as the most im-
portant. Second, leaving its anti-modern rhetoric, religious movements
managed to adapt itself to the modern era. Overall, religious ideologies
were known for their inflexible nature and views. It has been impor-
tant to preserve the original religion in order to avoid any modification
of “God’s Word.” This of course, did not necessarily mean rejecting
all things modern. Gradually, and encouraged by others’ success in
adopting certain aspects of modernity, religiously based opposition
groups embraced the benefits of the modern world as long as they did
not come to open conflict with their views.

Even though this explains why religion provides an important alterna-
tive to secular ideologies, it still does not say much on why this compe-
tition leads to violent conflicts in some countries and not others. That,

31 Jonathan Fox, 2007, p. 395; Jeff Haynes, 1994, p. 145.
32 Jeff Haynes, 1994, p. 145.
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we contend, does not come from the characteristics of the religious
politics, but from the certain aspects of the existing political structure.
Many of the Third World countries are quasi democratic at best. Re-
gardless of whether the regime is autocratic or quasi democratic, po-
litical participation is limited to the people lucky enough to obtain the
rulers’ approval. This control greatly limits the access to political office,
especially for viable alternatives to the existing regime. Without a legiti-
mate way of participating in politics, some of these groups choose to
use other means in their struggle against governments they perceive
to be illegitimate. Violence is one of such methods. If the goal is to
change the regime and society to a more religious one, groups can try
that by building up support among the population and coming to pow-
er with a large enough majority to do that, or, if that avenue is closed
to them, they may try to remove the obstacle by using force. Since the
regime that blocks access to politics is considered to be illegitimate, it
becomes easier to justify the use of violence against it. In most cases,
because of the repressive methods adopted by governments, such
groups often claim that they are more democratic that the regimes they
try to overthrow.®® The limitations on political participation often goes
beyond blocking access. Governments often use repression to stop
these movements before they become a real threat.

Religion

The second dimension aims to explain why, despite their relative insti-
tutional weakness and their lack of democratic tradition, some Third
World countries are more likely to experience violence than others. We
agree with Bruce (2004) when he says it is more important to look at
how much of the daily life a religion regulates, than its specific doc-
trines. Because politics is an important way of influencing the daily
lives of individuals, we believe it is important to add that the approach
a religion adopts toward politics is one of the determinants of conflict
and violence levels in that society.

Religions vary widely regarding the amount of daily life they regulate
and their approach toward politics. While some religions, like Christi-

33 Steve Bruce, 2004, p. 18.

34 Two examples of such violent repression are Saddam Hussein executing the Shiite revivalist lead-
er Ayatollah Baqir al-Sadr in 1980 as the beginning of his repression of the religious opposition;
and Hafez al-Asad’s suppression of the Muslim Brotherhood-led uprising at Hama in 1982.
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anity, traditionally regulated a limited part of an individual’s life, others,
like Judaism or Islam, have a much larger scope that extends to all
aspects of life. As a result, we argue, there is a significant difference
how these two categories approach politics. The first group would
more likely approach the issue from a bottom-up perspective, gradu-
ally increasing its influence at individual level and trying to re-shape
the society one person at a time. This approach does not require a
direct control of the state apparatus. Although the control of the state
may make the process simpler, it is by no means necessary for the
group’s goals mainly because the regulations they hope to achieve are
relatively mild and limited, the kind many people may be willing adopt.
The second group, given the scope of the changes they aim, would
benefit from a top-down approach. For them, the control of the state
apparatus becomes crucial not only because it facilitates the adoption
and application of necessary policies, but also it is one of the main
power centers that can resist to such attempts. So, for politically ac-
tive religions the control of the state does not only provide them with
a tool that will spread their influence to the masses, but also means
the removal of one of the major roadblocks on the way toward a more
pious society.

This main difference does not explain the presence or the absence of
violence by itself. In order to make better sense out of it, we have to
look at it within the context of our first dimension, institutional strength.
It is true that the control of the state is one of the main aims of Islamic
political movements. It would, however, be a mistake to assume that
this change must be through violence. In theory, just like any other
religious political movement, there are two avenues available to them.
They can either participate in the existing political system and try to
gradually re-educate the masses “until these masses themselves call
for an Islamic government” or forcefully seize state power to replace
“un-Islamic leadership,”® or if they believe that they cannot achieve
their goals that way, they can take up arms in order to take over the
state apparatus. Unfortunately, the choice is almost never that simple.
Because regardless of the initial method chosen, sooner or later the
conflict escalates between groups with a different view of society and
extremely skeptical about the others’ vision of the future.

35 Azza M. Karam, 1997, p. 161.
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In cases where religious groups select the gradual approach, their ul-
timate aim is clear to all others in that society, the control of the state
apparatus and the transformation of the state and society according
to their belief system. This knowledge tends to escalate the conflict in
two ways. The group, after the denial of access to politics, may turn
violent because the autocratic regimes that face such challenges tend
to experience a spiral of repression and violence that sooner or later
spins out of control. A second path toward violence goes through so-
cietal polarization. Because of their aims and their uncompromising
ideology challenges from Islamic groups are not only opposed by gov-
ernments, but also by less religious segments of the society. The high
stakes make resistance more likely accordingly increasing the level of
potential violence.

With these dynamics in place, it is more likely that we will see violent
conflicts over the role of religion in politics and the daily life in countries
with weak political institutions and institutional traditions. The institu-
tional structure’s ability to referee the process while providing neces-
sary guarantees to all sides is key in determining the potential for vio-
lence. A second factor that determines the likelihood of violent conflict
is the type of religion, in other words, how much of the daily life that
religious ideology claims to control. In the following section we will try
to test our argument on countries from different institutional strength
levels and different religious traditions.

Struggle for Political Dominance in Egypt

Starting with the revolution of 1952 Egypt experienced a number of
political systems all of which had one thing in common: they relied
on the authority of Free Officers and their successors. As the political
institutions changed over time, one thing that remained constant was
the challenge of religious groups that all three presidents faced. The
main source of religious opposition in Egypt has been Al-lkhwan Al-
Muslimin (Muslim Brotherhood — MB, f. 1928) which had initially sup-
ported the revolution of 1952 along with secular elites. Muslim Brother-
hood had the distinction of being the first Islamist organization.*® They
called for an Islamic government. Nasser tried to overcome this chal-
lenge by painting “an image of an Egypt that was culturally Muslim

36 ibid.
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and politically secular.”®” This middle ground only worked until social-
ism was adopted, after which Nasser and Muslim Brotherhood came
into conflict. An assassination attempt at Nasser in 1954 resulted in a
crackdown campaign on MB in which some members were execut-
ed. Meanwhile, the MB’s ideological and organizational integrity was
eroding under the “general guidance” of Hasan al-Hudaybi. Hudaybi’s
gradualist approach, which defined the principal role of the MB as edu-
cation (tarbiyya),® was subject to criticism from within the movement.
Hudaybi believed that “the existing constitutional parliamentary frame-
work in Egypt, if reformed, would satisfy the political requirements of
Islam for a ‘Muslim state’.”®® By contrast, Sayyid Qutb advanced a
radical approach in terms of both thought and action. He defined the
Egyptian society as un-Islamic (jahilliya) for violating God’s sovereignty
and called on for revolutionary action to bring the servitude of men
to other men. This revolutionary action, jihad, was to be carried out
by true Muslims acting as vanguards of Islamic revolution and fight-
ing against the infidels, including the nominal Muslims. The Qutbian
revolutionary wing wanted to Islamize the Egyptian society in a top-
down manner. Following Sayyid Qutb’s active political action line, the
“revolutionary” critics claimed that Hudaybi’s MB is not a movement of
words, but action. Qutb himself was executed during another crack-
down campaign on the MB in mid-1960s. Judging from the formation
of al-Takfir wa al-Hijra and Jama‘iyya Islamiyya in late 1960s and pro-
liferation of jihadist violence in the 1970s, it could be suggested that
Qutb’s radical ideas made long-lasting and profound impact especially
on the younger generation of the MB and that Hudaybi’s refutation of
them in his booklet, entitled “Preachers, Not Judges” turned out to be
futile attempt.

Nasser’s successor Sadat styled himself as a ‘believer-president’,
used religious themes to justify his policies, recognized sharia as the
primary source of legislation, released MB leaders from prison, allowed
the organization to publish its own newspaper, and encouraged high
levels of religious observance and the development of Islamic Student
Associations so as to check the leftist student movement.*° He also le-

37  Mark Juergensmeyer, 1995, p. 385.

38 Richard P. Mitchell, 7he Society of the Muslim Brothers, (OUP: New York and Oxford, 1993
[1969]), p. 308.

39 ibid, p. 235.

40  Carrie Rosefsky Wickham, Mobilizing Islam: Religion, Activism, and Social Change in Egypt,
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), p. 95-6.
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galized the multi-party system in 1980, but the system remained under
the control of the President and his Party, i.e. the National Democratic
Party founded by Sadat himself. Sadat, therefore, ruled no less auto-
cratically then his predecessor Nasser. In the absence of democratic
channels for expressing discontent and demand, Sadat’s efforts to ac-
commodate Islamists were not enough to prevent the development
of the above-mentioned Qutbian revolutionary, jihadist, and violent
groups. Consequently, in the 1970s Coptic Christians, state officials,
and premises like military college in Cairo, were attacked by those ji-
hadist groups. Eventually Sadat himself, after signing a separate peace
agreement with Israel, was assassinated by a jihadist group in 1981.
This was an open challenge to the regime. Islamist groups were dis-
turbed by Sadat’s pro-American and pro-Israeli policies, but at the
same time they believed that they could successfully challenge the
regime.

Mubarak followed Sadat’s presidency and adopted a slightly differ-
ent strategy of accommodation. While he accommodated mainstream
religious groups, he adopted a harder line against more extremist Is-
lamists. The Mubarak regime has aimed to contain Islamic activism
since 1989.%" This involved re-imposition of state control on the spheres
the MB had been most influential like the private mosques and profes-
sional associations. In addition, the regime arrested and detained the
prominent figures of the MB regularly and arbitrarily so as to intimidate
the movement. In so doing, the Mubarak regime benefited from the
Emergency Law, reintroduced in the immediate aftermath of Sadat’s
assassination and repeatedly extended until 2012. The law declared a
state of emergency in Egypt and gave the state authorities to suspend
the constitutional rights, censor publications, prohibit demonstra-
tions, detain individuals on shaky grounds without submitting them to
courts. However, while containing activist Islam, the Mubarak regime
simultaneously tried to foster its own Islamic credentials by favoring a
non-mobilizational and non-pluralist Islam represented by al-Azhar’s
conservative clergy.> Mubarak’s strategy indicated “the state’s willing-
ness to accept religious authority as the ultimate referent in matters
previously under the control of secular institutions.”3

41 ibid., p. 104,

42 Alexander Flores, “Secularism, Integralism and Political Islam: The Egyptian Debate,” in Political
Islam: Essays from Middle East Report, (London: 1B Tauris, 1997).

43 Salwa Ismail, Rethinking Islamist Politics: Culture, The State and Islamism, (London: 1.B Tauris,
2003), p. 76.

Ortadogu Etiitleri
January 2013, Volume 4, No 2



Religious versus Secular Politics: Competing Ideologies in a Changing System

The Egyptian example shows a political system that is not known for
its democratic qualities where opposition groups are treated different-
ly depending on the political leader in power. Egypt’s shifts between
accommodation and repression showed that there was not a consis-
tent way the state apparatus handled these challenges and showed
that even though the institutions that were in place were the same for
the most part what ultimately mattered was the leader’s preferences.
While on the one hand this meant that the policies could be changed
relatively easily, it also created the perception that a forced leadership
change, the only possible kind, may result in agreeable policies by his/
her successor.

Challenges faced by Egyptian Presidents were not unique to this coun-
try. A number of countries had to deal with pressure from religious
groups. As we have argued earlier, the response changed depend-
ing on the institutional structure and religion of these countries. Out
of these countries two deserve to be mentioned. First is the United
States because it represents an example where strong institutions are
capable of conforming extreme challenges, pulling them to the center
and forcing them to change in order to become a part of the politi-
cal system. Another is Turkey not only because it is a Muslim country
with an medium level political structures, but also because it is often
mentioned as an example to Middle Eastern countries that are going
through regime change.

The religion’s challenge in the United States initially developed as
Evangelical groups increasingly became interested in the political pro-
cess starting with the 1960s. The new interest in politics came fol-
lowing the idea that nothing in this world should be outside of “God’s
lordship” and that Christians should be more active in changing the
world they live in instead of trying to avoid it.** The movement ex-
panded from bottom up starting with local politics and gradually mov-
ing to presidential elections. Along the way they remained within the
framework of political structure and played the political game as the
long-established rules dictated. This does not necessarily mean that
groups like Moral Majority and Christian Coalition were any less funda-
mentalist than Islamic Jihad or Hezbollah. As Bruce explains it so well,
“to their ‘home boys’, they can denounce divorce and homosexuality

44 Kenneth D. Wald, Religion and Politics in the United States, (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 1992),
p. 230
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as contrary to the will of God, but to the electorate they had to argue
that such practices are socially harmful. (...) In so doing, they accept
rules of engagement that ensure they will lose.”*® Despite their minority
status, such groups managed to be relevant more recently due to their
double strategy: convincing evangelical Protestants to participate in
politics and supporting candidates who endorse their programs and
policies.*

This trend seemed to peak during George W. Bush'’s presidency, but
failed to shape the system according to their own preferences. Repub-
lican’s choice of Mitt Romney, who is considered to be a centrist rela-
tive to other candidates competing during the primaries, for this year’s
presidential elections may be interpreted as a sign that at least some
of the more conservative groups within the party are willing to move
closer to the center. Even though how the defeat will be interpreted
remains to be seen, the proportion of the popular vote he received
seems promising for the future and that is a very good example of how
political structures are supposed to pull extreme groups to the center
in the long run.

As the United States shows when there are strong institutions in place,
the political system can resist challenges without additional assistance.
More importantly, the struggle is not violent and instead of alienating
certain groups by attempting to keep them outside politics, it incor-
porates them in the existing political system forcing them to conform.

Turkish experience represents the middle ground where political struc-
tures are present and exist independently from the leader. However, as
the number of interruptions show they are not strong enough to face
challenges without assistance.

Turkey has a democratic system that experienced a number of disrup-
tions since the 1920s. During this period, there has not been an effec-
tive and systematic repression of the religious opposition like we have
seen in Egypt. Moderate Islamist parties were allowed to participate
in regular elections, but their ability to become influential actors were
limited by frequent closing of these parties. These characteristics led
Turkey to experience more conflict than the US, which almost never
turned violent like it did in Egypt.

45 Steve Bruce, 2004, p. 17.
46 Kenneth D. Wald, 1992, p. 255-6.
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Turkish institutions that are traditionally relied on to perform checks
on government power, like the judiciary, are not nearly strong enough
to effectively perform their duty. As a result, other, less conventional
extra-systemic institutions such as the military takes it upon itself to
provide that check and deal with challenges to the political system.
The reliance on non-political organizations for the wellbeing of the po-
litical system is less than ideal for any democratic system and shows
the distrust in political institutions. Such arrangements are often used
during early years of political systems in order to provide stability for
new regimes until they establish a track record that will contribute to
their credibility among the population. Turkey belongs to a small group
of countries where these arrangements remained in place even de-
cades after the political system was first established.

Over the past decade this structural arrangement changed significant-
ly and the military was gradually pushed out of politics. While the de-
politicization of the military allows governments to act more freely, it
also creates a need to develop alternative structures. Without effective
monitoring of the government power Turkey, like any other country in
similar circumstances, is more likely to take the authoritarian route than
the democratic one. Even though the uncertainty regarding the future
of Turkish political structure increases the potential for future conflict,
the presence of relatively established institutions and a democratic tra-
dition makes it much less likely that the conflict will turn violent.

Egypt began its transition period when the president/leader-centered
and de facto single party regime came to an end in 2011. The downfall
of the old Egyptian regime was triggered by mass public demonstra-
tions in Cairo’s Tahrir Square and elsewhere, but the military’s refusal to
comply with the presidential orders to repress the demonstrators was
perhaps more decisive. Since then, the Egyptian regime is in making.
Two major political forces, namely the military and the MB, that would
by and large determine the shape of the new regime are themselves
in a process of transition and their relationship has oscillated between
cooperation and collusion. The military’s Supreme Council of Armed
Forces (SCAF), which was critical in the downfall of the Mubarak re-
gime, took over the power to oversee the transition process and laid
out a plan declaring the stages of the transition to the new regime and
their timing. The SCAF wanted to protect the military’s privileges and
autonomy from civilian oversight by way of constitutional design and
by getting a friendly figure elected as the President. It also wanted to
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rule the country from behind the scenes and without taking any re-
sponsibility.

The SCAF’s design put the MB in an awkward position The MB, as the
most organized civilian political force of the country, would dominate
the parliament and but lack power to run the country. Moreover, this
would happen when the MB was compelled to politicize, i.e. to take
political responsibilities, in order to maintain its organizational integ-
rity in the relatively free post-revolutionary political atmosphere. This
meant that the MB could not acquiesce with the SCAF’s design. In the
ensuing power struggle, the MB-dominated parliament dissolved with
the help of the judiciary. This weakened the legitimacy and legal stand-
ing of Islamist-dominated constituent assembly, which was elected by
the parliament to make the new constitution. Meanwhile, just minutes
after the polls closed in the runoff voting for presidential elections, on
June 17, 2012, the SCAF announced that it assumed legislative pow-
ers, and power to appoint a new constituent assembly, if the current
one fails. Sensing that the MB candidate M. Morsi will get elected as
the President, the SCAF also curtailed president’s powers to declare
war and control military.

A month later, President Morsi has managed to sack the top brass and
revoked the SCAF’s June 17 decisions. Morsi himself assumed legis-
lative powers and power to appoint a new constituent assembly. The
fact that the SCAF, unlike the Free Officers, lacks mass public support
and exclusively concerned with protecting its privileges has perhaps
helped Morsi in taking this initiative. Currently, the SCAF seems to be
content with protecting the military’s privileges and personnel from
democratic scrutiny in return for giving up “the right” to rule. The upper
hand therefore seems to have shifted to the President Morsi and his
MB. Bearing in mind that there are no effective mechanism other than
the courts to check and balance the powers of the President and that
the courts refrain from taking bold decisions partly because they have
to work with and struggle against a complex web of political forces in
this transition process puts the MB in an advantageous position. Does
this mean Egypt is in an Islamization process? The MB would prob-
ably open up avenues for the Islamist inclinations to enter into state
institutions rather than pursuing an identifiable Islamic agenda. One,
therefore, has to wait and see the future trajectory of Islam in Egypt.
The MB’s incrementalism introduces the possibility of (further) modera-
tion as secular political forces start reorganizing. Both the Salafist push
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to the extremes as well as the age-old Islamic parameters of political
system, however, signal the limits to secularism in Egypt.

Egypt’s legal-constitutional infrastructure is still in making. Although
it will be misleading to claim that institutional arrangements will de-
termine the political behavior of the Egyptians, they will certainly en-
courage some and discourage some others by way of drawing the
boundaries of the legitimate sphere of politics. One cannot but hope
that a liberal-democratic framework, in which the rights-based political
discourses and alternatives would be free from majoritarian threats,
will be accepted as the new ground for Egyptian politics. The Egyp-
tians have already proved that the Orientalist framework that restricts
the options of a Muslim majority country to either illiberal Islamism or
authoritarian ‘secularism’ is false. After all, the Egyptian “revolution”
was initiated by the various non-Islamist forces. A liberal-democratic
framework, in this respect, would do justice to the revolution as well.

Conclusion

We have argued that the religious resurgence in politics was a part of
the conflict between religious and secular ideologies that took place on
regular basis. This cyclical shift in dominant ideology has been taking
place for a very long time and worldwide. This, we contended, should
not be confused with ethnic religious conflicts and pose a much bigger
threat to global stability.

In order to determine the likelihood and the level of violence in religious
conflicts we focused our attention on the institutional strength that set
and enforced the rules of political competition and the type of religion
the country’s population predominantly believes in. The institutional
strength not only allows access to politics without necessitating the
use of violence, it also protects the institutional integrity of the politi-
cal system in the long run. The type of religion gives us a clue on what
groups representing that religion may ask for. Although it may be a
useful tool, the control of the central authority may not be necessary
for certain religious groups’ goals.

We use Egypt as an example with the US and Turkey as reference
points. Egyptian case is important because as a major Middle Eastern
country it is likely to set an example for other countries in the region
going through regime change. The uncertainty in the region following
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the fall of authoritarian regimes in Tunisia, Libya, Egypt and potentially
others, is a cause for concern for the rest of the world. Depending on
how the political landscape is shaped in these countries will determine
the future of relations throughout the region. Our examples show us
that unless a country has well-established political institutions with a
long track record like the US, it is safe to assume that the political sys-
tem is in flux with the potential for change depending on domestic and
international changes they face. From this point of view there is very
little difference between Turkey and Egypt. What is more significant is
that the level of institutional strength appears to be the main determi-
nant of the level of violence a country may experience during these
conflicts, pushing the belief system to a secondary position.

It is clear that a single case only allows us to draw limited conclusions
and that such an important issue deserves a more detailed look. Luck-
ily the developments in the Middle East provide us with opportunities
to expand the scope of our study by looking at a number of other
cases that are currently going through similar transition periods.
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